




Location Date Deaths 

Calumet-El Reno-Piedmont-Guthrie OK May 24, 2011 9 

Joplin, MO May 22, 2011 159 

Rainsville/Dekalb, AL April 27, 2011 23 

Preston, MS April 27, 2011 3 

Hackleburg/Phil Campbell, AL April 27, 2011 72 

Smithville, MS April 27, 2011 23 

Parkersburg, IA May 25, 2008 9 

Greensburg, KS May 4, 2007  11 

Bridge Creek/Moore OK May 3, 1999  36 

Waynesboro, TN April 16, 1998 3 

Oak Grove/Pleasant Grove, AL April 8, 1998 32 

Jarrell, TX May 27, 1997  27 





AN UNPREDICTABLE FACTOR:THE STORM  
 
 
 
 
 

• Even though the storm was warned for, there were no reports of 

tornadoes prior to the storm entering Joplin. (No history) 

• The tornado touched down just outside the Joplin city limits and 

intensification occurred very rapidly EF4/EF5  within a few minutes  



 

 

 

 

 

 



THE HUMAN FACTOR: Personalizing the threat 





The tornado is NOT always directly 

below the rotational signature  



 

 

There are a number of 

meteorological, 

mechanical, and mapping 

uncertainties inherent in 

radar data.  

 

We need to understand 

these limitations in order 

to give accurate 

information without 

conveying a false sense of 

precision. 



 

Graph includes 546 radar observations 

from KTLX, KFDR and KVNX radars and 94 

tornado damage paths between 1995 and 

2003 in the Norman CWA.  



 

 
* LOCATIONS IN THE WARNING INCLUDE BUT ARE NOT LIMITED TO 
RICE... TAMAROA...ST. JOHNS...PINCKNEYVILLE AND DU QUOIN.  

* THE TORNADO WILL OTHERWISE IMPACT MAINLY RURAL AREAS OF 
THE  INDICATED COUNTY.  

* THE TORNADO WILL BE NEAR...   
CANTON BY 925 PM   
CADIZ BY 935 PM   
CERULEAN BY 945 PM 

Some people take these times as gospel 

– this can spell trouble! 



Warnings are issued because we feel that the risks are great 

enough that you need to know about them.  

They are meant to give you enough time to take action. 

•Of course, we do not always get warnings out before something 

happens. 

•If you feel threatened by a storm, take cover, do not wait for a 

warning. 

•Common sense should be used. 



We break the warning methodology down into 3 main points: 

Environment  

Does the environment support the development of severe 

thunderstorms, or in particular, tornadoes 

Spotters  

 Do we have any real-time, accurate spotter reports? 

Radar 

Does what we see on radar support tornadoes? 

 

If 2 out of the 3 points above suggest the existence 

or possible tornado development, then a tornado 

warning should be issued. 



•Know what to expect/how to react 

•Devoting time to being prepared - increase      

your chances for survival. 

•The more you know and the more prepared  

you can be – the better! 

•Everyone’s particular situation is going to be 

different. 

•Plan your day AROUND the weather. 

•Be ready to act accordingly and quickly if bad 

weather threatens. 

 

 

“Just less than half reported their first indication 

of a severe weather threat was in the moments 

just prior to the tornado.” 



Get the warning – read the text 

Type of warning 

What county(s) affected 

Valid time of warning 

What’s the storm’s 

location and movement 

Some, but not all towns 

affected 



Finding ways to better communicate the message… 

 “Perhaps we don’t do that (communicate) in ways that people 

understand the threat.” Harold Brooks – research meteorologist NSSL 
 

-How do we get people to react properly  

-How do we provide them the most useful/effective 

information to make good decisions? 
 

•Hype up potential high end events 

•Use improved and more dramatic wording in the warnings 

 -Need to put the pertinent information into warnings and                        

 statements. 

 -Re-arrange the warning to put that information  first? 

 -Add more life saving call to action statements  
 

 

 

 

  



 We realize NOAA weather radio is becoming more of an alarm 

then the single source of pertinent weather information. 

 However, many people still do not have or do not use a 

weather radio for several reasons.  

 Common complaint: “My weather radio goes off too much!!” 

 This can cause an increased chance of death since many 

people choose to turn their radio OFF.  

 When are better weather radios going to be developed  in 

order to display the polygon warnings? 

 

 

 

 



 Designed to warn people who are outside of 

impending danger, not people indoors. 

 Source of uncertainty/vagueness 

 The NWS does not control when or where 

outdoor sirens are sounded.  

-Under control of the local government of the city, 

town or community.  

 If the power goes out, sometimes sirens will not 

sound unless they are on backup power. 

 Heavy rain, hail or high winds can mask the 

sound of the siren, making it difficult to hear. 

 

 

 



Power Outages 
  Power outages – blamed for some deaths in the 

Alabama tornadoes. 

  Many people without power when afternoon storms hit. 

 "I'm pretty positive that 90 percent of the people who 

got hit didn't know it was coming," Rainsville City 

Councilman  

 No warnings transmitted on NOAA Weather Radio –  

lines down on at least one tower 

 People more concerned about hardships related to 

power outage than the weather - preoccupied 

 Forces you to have to think about other options 

 Make sure you have alternate means to get the latest 

information. 



•Warning issued = nothing happened. 

•Tornadoes are rare and most are usually fairly small 
events and impact only so much ground.  

•Tornado may have been nearby, just not at your specific 
location. 

•Other times, the complaints are verified - nothing did 
happen. 

•The NWS is trying to work on this problem…More from 
Chris 

 

 



“I can’t tell you how many warnings I get that never pan out. I 

understand they have to issue the warning, but maybe a little 

too much.” 

VS 
“Hey, better safe than sorry. If they don’t say anything and 

there is a tornado, people will cry about that too. 13 warnings 

but no tornadoes is better than no warnings and 1 tornado for 

me. If I choose to ignore the warnings, than it’s my fault.” 

 

We need to find a way to not let the false alarms 

dictate how people should react. 



• Close to 300 years combined 

years of experience dealing with 

severe weather. 

• Hundreds of hours of training 

dealing with severe weather. 

•Not a hobby - We take our job 

very seriously!  

•The detection of tornadoes is a 

long way off from being perfect. 

•Still a lot we don’t know 



 
•You are responsible for your reactions or non 

reactions to an event with or without a warning.  

•Your best bet is to prepare and hope you never 

have to use it. 
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